Scanning and transmission electron microscopic studies of lesional epidermis in herpes zoster.
The epidermal skin lesions of herpes zoster were studied by scanning (SEM) and transmission electron microscopy (TEM). When erythematous lesions were observed by TEM, many of the infected keratinocytes showed evidence of cell degeneration, being characterized by swollen nuclei, disappearance of desmosomes, and widening of intercellular spaces. Macrophages and/or lymphocytes migrated through the intercellular spaces between degenerated keratinocytes. In the vesicular lesions, SEM and TEM showed some infiltrating neutrophils, directly adhering to the virus-infected keratinocytes, with swollen nuclei and irregularly clumped chromatin. In some specimens, balloon-degenerated keratinocytes were observed in the cavity. In the pustular stage, ruptured keratinocytes and numerous neutrophils were observed in the reticular-degenerated epidermal tissue. These results suggest that, in herpes zoster, the epidermal damage may be due, at least in part, to cell-mediated host immunity as well as to the cytopathic effect of varicella-zoster virus.